From conflict to catalyst: using critical conflict as a creative device in design-led innovation practice by Sterling, Nate et al.
Citation: Sterling, Nate, Bailey, Mark, Spencer, Nick, Lampitt Adey, Kate, Chatzakis, Manos 
and Hornby, Josh (2018) From conflict to catalyst: using critical conflict as a creative device 
in design-led innovation practice. In: Academic Design Management Conference ADMC18: 
Next Wave, 1-2 August 2018, London. 
URL: 
This  version  was  downloaded  from  Northumbria  Research  Link: 
http://nrl.northumbria.ac.uk/35256/
Northumbria University has developed Northumbria Research Link (NRL) to enable users to 
access the University’s research output. Copyright ©  and moral rights for items on NRL are 
retained by the individual author(s) and/or other copyright owners.  Single copies of full items 
can be reproduced,  displayed or  performed,  and given to third parties in  any format  or 
medium for personal research or study, educational, or not-for-profit purposes without prior 
permission or charge, provided the authors, title and full bibliographic details are given, as 
well  as a hyperlink and/or URL to the original metadata page.  The content must  not  be 
changed in any way. Full  items must not be sold commercially in any format or medium 
without  formal  permission  of  the  copyright  holder.   The  full  policy  is  available  online: 
http://nrl.northumbria.ac.uk/policies.html
This document may differ from the final, published version of the research and has been 
made available online in accordance with publisher policies. To read and/or cite from the 









































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Without	 exaggeration,	 the	 subtlety	 in	which	 they	manifest	 could	 be	
lost	 in	 the	 complexity	 of	 real	 life.	 For	 example,	 something	 that	 is	
found	mildly	 irritating	until	some	other	factor	causes	us	to	overreact	
to	it	and	exaggerate	its	significance;	e.g.	a	foot-stool	sticking	out.	You	
may	 continuously	 tuck	 it	 in,	 but	 it	 isn’t	 until	 the	 consequence	 is	
experienced,	 stubbing	 the	 toe,	 that	 would	 cause	 one	 to	 consider	
taking	[permanent]	action.		
The	polarity	of	perspectives	seems	key	in	provoking	participants’	
ideation	and	thus	this	is	the	manner	in	which	the	research	described	above	
should	be	mined	in	order	to	inform	the	Creative	Tension.	
Networked	
Reflecting	on	the	Solutions	Hack,	interviewees	highlighted	that	wicked	
problems	have	the	potential	to	generate	multiple,	networked	Creative	
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Tensions.	Although	teams	were	presented	with	Creative	Tensions	that	
seemed	to	act	independently,	they	had	in	fact	been	developed	as	a	set.	
Interviewees	suggested	that	presenting	teams	with	distinct	Tensions	might	
limit	the	potential	that	the	solutions	generated	accurately	deal	with	these	
networked	Tensions.	Therefore,	in	the	future	there	is	the	potential	to	
explore	ways	to	facilitate	participant’s	engagement	with	multiple	tensions	
and	how	to	communicate	them	in	a	clear	and	concise	way.	
Facilitated	
At	the	Solutions	Hack	participants	were	equipped	with	the	Creative	
Tensions	in	their	information	pack	but	were	not	given	guidance	as	to	how	
much	they	should	be	guided	or	limited	in	their	ideation	by	them.	
Interviewees	suggested	that	teams,	during	the	hack,	were	not	as	directed	by	
the	Creative	Tensions	as	was	anticipated.	One	interviewee	attributed	this	to	
the	presence	of	experts	in	the	form	of	police	participants	who	could	speak	
from	their	vast	and	rich	experience	of	investigating	cybercrime.	Here	
participants	may	have	stepped	into	the	police’s	perspective	to	a	greater	
extent	than	they	engaged	with	the	stakeholders	represented	in	their	
Creative	Tensions.	This	suggests	that	consideration	could	be	given	to	ways	
to	recognise	the	value	of	participants	in	the	room	whilst	also	guiding	them	
towards	seeing	the	Creative	Tensions	as	their	route	to	engagement	with	the	
challenge.	The	degree	that	participants’	engagement	is	facilitated	may	also	
have	an	impact	on	how	much	their	ideation	is	dictated	by	the	Tension.	We	
have	seen	how	stepping	into	someone	else’s	shoes	can	be	uncomfortable	
and	difficult	and	therefore	it	may	be	that	a	facilitator	is	required	to	
encourage	and	help	participants	to	do	this.	
Developing	deep	empathy	and	valid	solution	
proposals:	Points	for	further	research	
The	research	conducted	here	points	to	a	number	of	areas	for	further	
research	that	will	be	explored	over	the	course	of	ongoing	CFNE	Innovation	
Pilots.	Stemming	from	the	components	identified	above	these	research	
points	broadly	concern	how	to	ensure	the	Creative	Tensions	are	credible	in	
that	they	accurately	reflect	part	of	the	challenge	and	appear	to	be	credible	
to	participants	so	that	they	are	able	to	confidently	engage	with	them.	
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Developing	credible	Creative	Tensions	
The	tensions	identified	within	wicked	problems	are	highly	likely	to	be	
networked	rather	than	existing	as	discrete	sub-problems.	Therefore,	in	
order	for	Creative	Tensions	to	accurately	reflect	what	is	going	on	within	the	
challenge	space	(thus	being	likely	to	result	in	good	solutions)	it	follows	that	
methods	must	be	developed	to	ensure	the	Creative	Tensions	as	a	device	
represent	their	networked	nature	and	communicate	this	to	participants.	
However,	it	is	also	vital	that	the	clarity	and	accessibility	of	them	remains	
high	in	order	that	participants	can	readily	engage	with	them.	Research	will	
also	investigate	how	to	organise	teams	of	participants	around	Creative	
Tensions	given	that	they	need	to	be	presented	with	a	focused	enough	
Tension,	or	set	of	Tensions,	to	direct	in-depth	engagement	whilst	also	being	
able	to	access	and	acknowledge	their	networked	nature.	This	may	well	
require	them	being	exposed	to	Tensions	other	teams	are	working	on.	
Appearing	to	be	credible	to	participants	
The	Creative	Tensions	are	a	device	aimed	at	rapidly	developing	deep	
empathy	between	participatory	event	attendees	and	the	stakeholders	of	the	
challenge.	Initial	research	described	above	indicated	that	the	way	the	
Tensions	were	delivered	had	the	potential	to	impact	how	readily	
participants	could	engage	with	the	frames	investigating,	for	example,	
different	ways	of	visually	portraying	the	stakeholders	such	as	animation	and	
caricature.	In	addition	to	this,	the	format	of	delivery	of	the	Tension	has	been	
speculated	to	have	an	impact	on	participant’s	engagement;	for	example,	a	
video	or	animation	may	be	more	effective	than	a	static	visualisation.	
In	addition	to	the	way	Creative	Tensions	are	presented	visually,	further	
research	will	investigate	the	impact	on	the	level	of	facilitation	on	
participants	engagement.	In	the	Solutions	Hack	discussed	above	a	light	
touch	approach	was	taken,	however	we	can	speculate	as	to	the	impact	of	
facilitation	which	directs	participants	in	a	more	rigorous	way	to	engage	with	
the	Tensions.	Given	that	rapidly	engaging	in	deep	empathy	with	people	who	
may	well	have	radically	different	experiences	and	perspectives	to	you	is	not	
necessarily	straightforward	it	seems	to	follow	that	participants	may	be	
reluctant	to	do	this	and	require	support.	
Addressing	these	points	will	feed	into	an	overarching	investigation	of	the	
effectiveness	of	Creative	Tensions.	This	will	be	determined	in	terms	of	the	
guiding	aim	to	offer	attendees	of	participatory	design	events	a	lens	through	
which	to	look	through	in	order	to	engage	with	the	different	ways	
stakeholders	view	wicked	problems.		This	research	will	also	seek	to,	
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crucially,	consider	the	impact	on	the	validity	of	the	resulting	solution	
proposals.	
Creative	Tensions	as	a	device	for	engaging	and	
directing	participation:	Conclusions	
In	the	literature	review	we	set	out	Thienen	et	al.’s	(2014)	propositions	
about	how	Design	Thinking	can	contribute	to	solving	wicked	problems.	
These	propositions	can	be	summarised	as	multidisciplinary	teams	working	
towards	a	shared	outcome,	empathy,	and	handling	complex	information	in	a	
structured	and	playful	way.	We	have	argued	here	that	Creative	Tensions	as	a	
creative	stimulus	help	multidisciplinary	participants	engage	in	the	types	of	
action	that	are	necessary	to	develop	solutions	to	wicked	problems.	They	do	
this	by	offering	a	way	to	direct	team	action	towards	a	shared	goal	by	
concentrating	their	efforts	on	particular	perspectives.	They	help	people	use	
empathy	to	see	the	challenge	through	other	people’s	perspectives.	
Additionally,	we	have	argued	that	Creative	Tensions	help	participants	access	
and	act	upon	complex	information	and	use	it	as	a	trigger	for	ideation.	
Literature	has	established	the	value	of	frame	creation	(Dorst,	2015b).	In	
this	article,	we	have	developed	current	the	current	knowledge	base	by	
offering	a	device	by	which	attendees	of	participatory	design	events	can	
engage	with	the	frames	that	research	has	suggested.	This	is	done	through	
the	identification	of	core	human	conflicts	within	the	challenge	as	the	key	
frames	through	which	it	should	be	approached.	These	are	then	translated	
into	Creative	Tensions	which	are	presented	in	an	authentic	and	engaging	
manner.	Here	the	Creative	Tension	brings	clarity	and	direction	to	the	
complex	situation	and	focuses	the	‘what’	and	‘how’	of	the	abductive	
enquiry.	
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